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"Of Cabbages and Kings":
Biographies for Children
BY LEAH VAN BELLE

I

've been doing a lot of reading since I woke up this morning-the New York Times on-line, directions for the
dog's medicine, e-mails related to a baking club of which I'm a new member, the ingredients list for a recipe
I'm going to try out, a gardening Web site to help me decide which seeds I should order from a spring gardening catalogue, and a map and directions on my iPhone to help me get to an elementary school I'm visiting
later. My morning has been filled with informational texts in multiple formats (newspapers, pharmacy labels,
e-mails, recipes, planting guides, maps) and in multiple media (electronic, Web-based, print-based, graphic).
All of this before I even left the house to head to work and spend a day immersed in nonfiction texts. Think
about yourself and what you read as you go about your day and week: What kinds of expository texts are you
reading? What roles do these texts play in your daily life?

We are immersed in a world of informational texts
and we use them to navigate our everyday lives,
to learn about the world and others in it, to make
informed decisions, and even to simply find joy in
learning new and interesting things. Being a skilled
reader of expository texts provides one with a set of
powerful tools for engaging with the world; however,
research suggests that teachers have traditionally
spent little time engaging students with informational books or teaching strategies for understanding
such texts (Duke, 2007, 2004, 2003, 2000; Duke &
Bennett-Armistead, 2003; Moss, 2004; Purcell-Gates
& Duke, 2003; Read, Reutzel, & Fawson, 2008).
Fortunately, many educators took as a wake-up call
Duke's (2000) findings that first-grade students
typically engaged with informational texts only 3.6
minutes per day and that these books comprised
only about 10% of their classroom library collections.
Upon learning this, many of us reconsidered the role
of expository texts in our classrooms and ways we
could teach our students to read and write them not
only effectively, but also enthusiastically. Many of us

continue to expand our classroom libraries to include
more informational books, particularly ones that
are well written and beautifully illustrated. Authors
of outstanding nonfiction, like Nie Bishop (Spiders,
2007; Frogs, 2008) and Candace Fleming (The
Lincolns, 2008; The Great and Only Barnum, 2009),
have become popular writers with teachers and
children alike, in large part because teachers have
sought out their books and made them available to
readers in the classroom.
When we teach with, and make available to readers,
quality expository texts, we can help them "name it
so they can claim it." That is, by engaging readers in ·
noticing, appreciating, and naming explicitly those
features that make quality informational writing
good, we give readers tools to become not only critical
readers of expository texts, but also authors of quality texts. When we scaffold our students in naming
the ways in which artful authors of biographies write
with style, voice, rich description, clarity, accuracy,
supporting evidence, etc., we are helping them to not
only appreciate great writing, but to develop an "ear"
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for it that they can use to inform their own writing.
As Katie Wood Ray (2002) and Lucy Calkins (2003,
2006) have shown us, there is great power in reading like writers and writing like readers. If we want
our children to author quality expository texts, we
need to make quality expository texts available to
them.
Recently, I tried something new in an undergraduate language arts methods class I teach. Instead of
having my students learn about teaching writing
by reading about it in our textbook, talking about it
in our university class, and practicing it together,
we also pushed into a classroom at an elementary
school in Detroit and taught writing to third graders. Working in pairs or triads with the third-grade
authors, my students led them in crafting biographies of favorite children's authors and publishing
the final projects as multimedia PowerPoint presentations. While my students were enthusiastic about
and committed to the writing unit, one thing became
evident right away: they had not read enough
children's biographies themselves, particularly ones
that were well written. They didn't yet know how
to help the third graders write expository texts that
moved beyond mere recitation of facts to become
richly crafted and engaging texts because they
hadn't developed an ear for it as teachers first.

tion was that these developing teachers began to
see how excellent informational texts for children
are rich with voice, interesting writing style, and
even playful humor. For example, Anne Blanchard's
illustrations in The Big Book of Dummies, Rebels
and Other Geniuses (Pouy & Bloch, 2008) provide
a chuckle-inducing look at some of the world's
most innovative individuals; everyone from Louis
Armstrong to Albert Einstein is fodder for her witty
art. Beyond style of writing and illustrating, it's
important for readers of all ages to understand
that biographies can be presented in innovative
formats, such as To Dance: A Ballerina's Graphic
Novel (Siegel, 2006). Some biographies even present
the story of someone's life in ways that cross genre
boundaries, such as 12 Rounds to Glory: The Story
of Muhammad Ali (Smith, 2007) and A Wreath for
Emmett Till (Nelson, 2005), two titles that weave
together biography and poetry. Because my teacher
education students were able to appreciate multiple
formats for expository text and name more fully the
elements of a quality biography, they were better
able to make these things explicit to children so
the latter could claim them as they authored their
own biographical texts. If we can do these things
ourselves as teachers, we can help our students, at
all levels, to craft expository text that it is not only
informative, but also deeply engaging.

In order to support my college students, I brought
books like The Tarantula Scientist (Montgomery,
2004) into our university classroom and we spent
time reading through them and talking about them
in pairs and as a whole class to name the kinds of
things we saw the texts and illustrations doing.
One of the things that came out of that conversa-

Wonderful writing and illustrations in biographies
draw readers into the lives of others, into deepening
their background knowledge about the world, into
learning about the human faces of history, into beginning to understand how, across time, distance, and
cultures, we are all connected through shared human
experiences. Plus, they're just great fun to read!

About "Of Cabbages and Kings"
"The time has come," the Walrus said,
"To talk of many things:
Of shoes-and ships-and sealing-waxOf cabbages-and kingsAnd why the sea is boiling hotAnd whether pigs have wings."
-Lewis Carroll
This quote comes from Carroll's brilliant classic
Through the Looking-Glass and What Alice Found
There, (1872, MacMillan and Co.). I chose it for
the title of the children's book reviews column
because it captures the inquisitive nature of the
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child, her deep curiosity about things that may
seem ordinary, even mundane, to the average
adult. And because children's books give us the
chance to once again look at the world through the
eyes of wonderment.
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Reviews of Biographies for Children
Bryan, Ashley. (2009). Ashley Bryan: Words to My Life's Song. New York: Atheneum.
64 pp. ISBN: 978-1-4169-0541-7 (Hardcover); $18.99.
If ever there was a children's book author and illustrator universally loved, it would be
Ashley Bryan. For four decades he has poured his heart into creating works of great
beauty for children-a feast for the eyes, heart, and spirit. In this gorgeous book, Bryan
shares the story of his own life and the many small things along the way that brought
him to where he needed to be: the author-illustrator of more than almost 30 books for
children, a three-time winner of the Coretta Scott King Award, recipient of the Laura
Ingalls Wilder Award, and nominee for the Hans Christian Andersen Award. Bryan is
a great archivist and his book is resplendent with early sketches, photographs, letters,
and images from his book illustrations. With his signature warmth and humor, he
shares vignettes of his life that reflect his lifelong drive to create things of beauty, such
as when he was in the army in World War II and stored art supplies in his gas mask
so that he could sketch and draw whenever he had even a spare moment. Children
will delight in the magical world of Ashley Bryan as much as they delight in his many
books.
Corey, Shana. (2009). Mermaid Queen: The Spectacular True Story of Annette Kellerman, Who Swam Her Way to Fame, Fortune & Swimsuit History! (Ill. by
Edwin Fotheringham). New York: Scholastic. 48 pp. ISBN: 978-0-43969835-1 (Hardcover); $17.99.
In the early 20 th century women were seen as delicate flowers who could
be harmed by too much exercise, but Annette Kellerman did a great deal
to change that misconception. Born in Australia, she swam as a child to
strengthen her weak legs. Soon, she was not only casting aside her heavy
leg braces, but experimenting with ways to bring ballet moves she loved
to watch into her own swimming. Swimming + dancing? That's right-she
invented water ballet and dazzled the world with her performances. Corey
and Fotheringham capture the pluck and determination of the woman who
scandalized the world by daring to be a female athlete and by inventing
~....1• active swimwear for women at a time when women were weighed down in
the water with heavy swim dresses, corsets, and tights. Fotheringham's
illustrations evoke the same playful energy as do those he created for the
What To Do About Alice?: How Alice Roosevelt Broke the Rules, Charmed the
World, and Drove Her Father Teddy Crazy! (Kerley, 2008).

Fleming, Candace. (2009). The Great and Only Barnum: The Tremendous,
Stupendous Life of Showman P.T. Barnum. (Ill. by Ray Fenwick). New York:
Schwartz & Wade Books/Random House. 160 pp. ISBN: 978-0-375-84197-2
(Hardcover); $18.99.
A biography by the incomparable children's biographer Candace Fleming-I almost
don't even need to write another word, but I will because this book is, no surprise,
fabulous! P.T. Barnum, of Barnum & Bailey Circus fame, was called the greatest showman on earth for a good reason: he understood what the public would find intriguing,
thrilling, or mysterious, and he delivered it to them time and again, always finding a
new way to outdo himself in sensationalism. Fleming's book is fascinating because she
takes us on a tour behind the Big Top tent to see the man who was manipulating the
hype, a bit like Dorothy getting to see the man behind the curtain in The Wonderful
Wizard of Oz (Baum, 2000). Barnum's extensive photographs and copies of old show
posters, advertisements, and newspaper clippings bring his world of superlatives
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to life. My only criticism of this artfully written and designed book is that it glosses
over questionable practices in the treatment of circus animals and the social ethics
of human beings being presented as "curiosities" and "freaks," as were many of those
Barnum showcased, such as the "Siamese twins" who toured with his circus.

Gilkerson, William. (2009). A Thousand Years of Pirates. Plattsburgh, NY: Tundra
Books of Northern New York. 96 pp. ISBN: 978-0-88776-924-5 (Hardcover);
$32.95.
While Pirates provides an historical perspective on
piracy, it also tells the story oflegendary villains
of the sea like Black Beard and Captain Kidd, as
well as lesser known pirates, such as Granuaile, a
female pirate who terrorized the high seas even when
pregnant, and Sir Henry Morgan, who was known
not-so-affectionately as "the scourge of the Indies" (p.
32). Gilkerson's abundant illustrations are fine mates
for his lively text. All was not "Yo, ho, ho and a bottle
of rum" (Stevens, 2008) on the high seas, and Gilkerson
gives us an intriguing peek into piracy that is grounded
in his experience as a sailor and author of multiple
nonfiction books about life on the seas. He is also the
winner of Canada's 2006 Governor General's Literary
Prize, which honors the author of the most outstanding
Canadian children's literature.
Hoose, Phillip. (2009). Claudette Colvin: Twice
Toward Justice. New York: Melanie Kroupa
Books/Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 144 pp. ISBN: 978-0-374-31322-7 (Hardcover); $19.95.
I have a sad confession: I did not know that, Claudette Colvin, as an African American
teenager in the 1950s, was arrested for refusing to give up her seat on a segregated bus
in Montgomery, Alabama, months before Rosa Park's protest and the subsequent busy
boycott. Unfortunately for Claudette, she was not seen by NAACP leaders of the time
as the suitable "face" for the movement-she argues because she was a dark-skinned
teenager who grew up in poverty and became a teenage, single mother-and Parks, a
secretary for the NAACP was seen as a more appropriate spokesperson. Hoose's biography earned him a National Book Award for his fine writing and thoughtful treatment
of Colvin's story. He weaves together historical and social context, evocative period
photos, biographical text, and monologues from Colvin's oral history.
Kimmelman, Leslie. (2009). Mind Your Manners, Alice Roosevelt! (Ill. by Adam
Gustavson). Atlanta: Peachtree. 32 pp. ISBN: 978-1-56145-492-l(Hardcover);
$16.95.
When a book begins with an endpage illustration of a long green snake wound around
a chandelier and a title page that features a pony peeking out from the elevator, you
know you're in for an adventure. Kimmelman shares with us the outlandish adventures
of Teddy Roosevelt's eldest daughter, Alice, who terrorized her father by doing such
scandalous things as losing her pet snake, Emily Spinach, in almost every room of
the White House, owning a menagerie of pets that included a one-legged rooster and
a bear, and, when her father told her she had to follow his rules if she lived under his
roof, deciding to drink her tea on the White House roof. Gustavson's oil paintings are
beautifully crafted and are presented from unconventional vantage points so the viewer
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gets a richer sense of how Alice made everything go topsy-turvy. The medium of the
paintings does convey a more serious tone than do Edwin Fotheringham's illustrations
for What To Do About Alice?: How Alice Roosevelt Broke the Rules, Charmed the World,
and Drove Her Father Teddy Crazy! (Kerley, 2008). In fact, it would be interesting to
have students read both biographies of Alice Roosevelt and consider how illustrations
extend and enrich the meaning in the texts in different ways.

Kulling, Monica. (2009). It's a Snap!: George Eastman's First Photograph. (Ill. by Bill
Slavin). Plattsuburgh, NY: Tundra Books of Northern New York. 32 pp. ISBN: 978-088776-881-1 (Hardcover); $17.95.

IT'S A SNAP!
GEORGJ., EASTMA~'s
.FIRST PIIOTOGRAPH

Monica Kulling

11/ustmtcd by Rill Sfm,i11

Long before the days of digital photography, Polaroid instant cameras, or even rolls of film, George Eastman was an amateur shutterbug who loved getting away from his job as a banker to snap
photos. Well ... snap isn't quite the right word; it makes taking a
photo sound easy. George had to haul a camera the size and weight
of a large microwave oven, a heavy wooden tripod to hold the camera, small panes of glass to coat with chemicals and expose to the
light through the camera lens, a bolt of black cloth to drape around
the camera while he took the photo, a tent so he could develop the
panes in darkness, and two large glass jugs-one of chemicals and
one of water-for developing the exposed panes. Not exactly an
easy hobby to take up; nonetheless George loved photography and
devoted his professional life to starting the KODAK company-a
name George chose because he thought it sounded like the click of
a shutter. He invented cameras and film that made it possible for
anyone to take a photo with that simple click. An accomplished poet
and nonfiction author, Kulling employs playfully sarcastic humor
to tell Eastman's story as the narrative of a man who is driven by a
vision to make his passion accessible to others. Slavin's lighthearted
watercolor illustrations are full of delightful small details.

Lasky, Kathryn. (2009). Georgia Rises: A Day in the Life of Georgia O'Keefe. (Ill. By
Ora Eitan). New York: Melanie Kroupa Books/Farrar, Straus and Giroux. 32
pp. ISBN: 978-0-374-32529-9 (Hardcover); $16.95.
Lasky captures an entire day in the life of an aged Georgia O'Keefe, from waking up
just before dawn in order to see the lavender light fill the sky, to climbing a ladder to
her adobe roof to marvel at the stars against the inky sky. Always the masterful writer,
Lasky's book is quietly stirring, allowing the reader to feel the deep love O'Keefe had
for the beauty of the desert. Even the artist's fondness for painting sun-bleached bones
is framed as an affirmation of life and beauty, "The bones ... seem to cut sharply to the
center of something that is keenly alive on the desert" (p. 30). Eitan is a nominee for
the Hans Christian Andersen Award for international children's literature, and her
paintings in this book are absolute perfection in their minimalism. Her masterful use of
color draws the reader further into the quiet mood of the book.
Rohmer, Harriet. (2009). Heroes of the Environment: True Stories of People Who
Are Helping to Protect Our Planet. (Ill. by Julie McLaughlin). San Francisco:
Chronicle Books. 110 pp. ISBN: 978-0-8118-6779-5 (Hardcover); $16.99
Young readers sometimes think biographies only tell the dusty stories of larger than
life people who lived in historical settings, died long ago, and have little relevance to
their own lives. Clearly these young readers need help finding better biographies! But
it's also important for them to see that biographies can tell the stories of everyday,
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contemporary people. Heroes of the Environment relates the stories of 12 individuals
who care deeply about the Earth and our impact on it. Men, women, children, and even
a masked professional wrestler from Mexico named El Hijo del Santo, take up the call
to become environmental activists. Their projects are as varied as a computer recycling
program run by an 11-year-old schoolboy to a female electrical engineer who returns to
her Hopi reservation after college to create a solar energy program for her community.
A wonderful collection of stories about the power of optimism and persistence.

Wadsworth, Ginger. (2009). Camping with the President. (Ill. by Karen Dugan).
Honesdale, PA: Calkins Creek/Boyds Mills Press. 32 pp. ISBN: 978-1-59078497-6 (Hardcover); $16.95.
Fed up with being cooped up in the White House instead of having
the outdoor adventures he loved, Teddy Roosevelt decided to go
camping in Yosemite National with naturalist John Muir, founder of
the Sierra Club, in the spring of 1903. While the trip was under the
guise of a fact-finding mission, Roosevelt delighted in living rough
and rugged for four days in the vast wilderness. Wadsworth conveys
warmly the love that the adventurous president held for the natural
world. Extensive endmatter includes further biographical information
about Roosevelt and Muir, children's texts for learning more about
these two men, details about Yosemite, and source notes for quotes.
Yaccarina, Dan. (2009). The Fantastic Undersea Life of Jacques
Cousteau. New York: Alfred A. Knopf. 40 pp. ISBN: 978-0375-85573-3 (Hardcover); $16.99.
"The sea, once it casts its spell, holds one in its net of wonder forever"
(p. 2). Gentle, insightful quotes from Cousteau float upward through
the water in little bubble shapes on the pages of this book. The
book's brief text and multilayered illustrations are the perfect match
for lower elementary students who will share Cousteau's fascination with awesome
creatures beneath the ocean's waves. Yaccarina presents a quiet story of the life of
Cousteau-including his inventions, such as the Aqua-Lung, the world's first SCUBA,
and cameras and lights to film deep beneath the surface of the water. Another recent
book about Cousteau, Manfish: A Story of Jacques Cousteau, (Berne, 2008) would make
a wonderful partner text, allowing readers to explore the ways in which the details
selected by a biographer and illustrator shape the understanding readers build of the
person being presented.
Ying, Chris, & McMullen, Brian. (2009).109 Forgotten American Heroes ... and Nine
or So Villains. New York: DK Publishing. 192 pp. ISBN: 978-0-7566-5405-4
(Hardcover); $19.99.
Would you expect anything less than irreverent humor from a book subtitled .. and Nine
or So Villains? Of course not! And Ying & McMullen do not disappoint-stories of famous
Americans throughout history are told with a delicious humor that will absolutely delight
upper elementary readers. And who could resist the stories like an expose on the truth
behind the creation of the popsicle (a total accident!), or the man who introduced the
nutria rat, ''VERMIN WITHOUT REMORSE. PLAGUE OF THE SOUTH." (p. 65) to
marsh areas of the United States. Whatever one's quirky interests, there's something
here for you. While not biographies in the traditional sense, many of the vignettes do
tell the core stories behind the lasting legacies of ingenious men and women throughout
American History. One of the most delightful things about the book is its pop-culture
inspired graphic design and layout-part pop art, part kitsch, and all fun.
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